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In the May 15 is-sue of Reference Books Bulletin, Off 
the Shelf provided an 
overview of three e-
book aggregators with 
a focus on the academ-
ic library market. This 
column highlights Fol-
lett Digital Resources 
and OverDrive, two 
e-book distribution services for public and school libraries. 
Readers should also consult “The New NetLibrary,” on p.72.
No matter which distributor or aggregator is chosen by a li-
brary, there are many similarities and differences. Similarities 
include what I feel are the benefits of e-book distributors and 
aggregators: a single search platform, international coverage, 
centralized selection and acquisitions for e-books, one licens-
ing agreement, and price negotiation. However, the public and 
school library e-book distribution market has several features 
that make it unique. First is content. Most titles are popular 
interest, including best-sellers, fiction, nonfiction, reference, 
picture books, and other media types like audiobooks, music, 
videos, and educational software. Second is the business model, 
which generally follows the one-book, one-user model, mean-
ing an item can be digitally checked out for an established 
period of time by one user. Third, titles are 
coded with DRM (Digital Rights Manage-
ment) to limit access to digital resources. 
In other words, DRM is used to make a 
digital product “disappear” after the due 
date, protecting the duplication of materi-
als. (Caution—DRM works with some 
handheld devices but is not compatible 
with MAC.) Of course, each distributor 
has unique features as well. I interviewed Michael Johnson, chief 
operating officer, Follett Digital Resources, and David Burleigh, 
director of marketing, OverDrive; what follows is based on the 
information they provided. 
F o l l e t t  D i g i t a l  R e s o u r c e s
Follett distributes print and audio content to public libraries (via 
BWI) and K–12 libraries (via Follett Library Resources) in more 
than 60 countries. Follett Digital Resources offers 50,000 e-book 
titles from hundreds of publishers, including 20 reference publish-
ers. E-content includes fiction, picture books, classroom materials, 
and many other relevant, age-appropriate titles. Follett does not 
offer audio titles for download, relying instead on Playaway titles. 
E-books can be previewed and purchased using Follett’s TitleWave 
(K–12) or TitleTales (public library) interfaces.
The Follett Digital Resources platform does not require any 
special software unless users want to download to a handheld 
device. It runs on the library OPAC using the MARC 856 tag 
to link to the PDF. Titles can be viewed online or downloaded 
for use during the library’s established check-out period. Because 
e-books are downloaded through the library OPAC, circula-
tion statistics are tracked with existing methods. E-books have a 
built-in keyword search, and users have a direct link to a diction-
ary. For Destiny customers (Destiny is the resource-management 
system supported by Follett and used in schools), Follett’s plat-
form is fully integrated with additional features.
Follett follows the one-book, one-user business model with 
no subscription or simultaneous-user options, and the price 
includes the MARC record. To have multiple users, additional 
copies of a title must be purchased, which happens all the time, 
says Michael Johnson. However, as a company “obsessed with 
customer service,” Follett remains open to exploring other 
models. As for the future, Johnson said, “Active projects are un-
derway to expand our international reach, and we are working 
on a few things in relation to business models.”
O v e r D r i v e
OverDrive distributes multiple-content formats from hundreds of 
publishers for the library and retail markets. Using the Digital Li-
brary Reserve (DLR) platform, it offers more than 100,000 titles 
in diverse subjects and five different formats—e-books (75,000 
titles), audiobooks, music, videos, and, soon to come, educational 
software and games. Libraries select titles (standing orders are 
available), load MARC records to the ILS (available for purchase), 
and provide links to titles via OverDrive’s custom-designed plat-
form, either hosted or through the library’s Web site. Patrons 
search either the catalog or the DLR to locate materials, check out 
using their library card, install free software, and download the 
e-book to a computer or handheld device.
E-books are primarily in PDF format. For 
the K–12 environment, OverDrive offers the 
School Download Library (SDL), with e-
book and audio versions of classic literature, 
foreign-language learning, and study-
guide-oriented materials. In addition to the 
one-book, one-user business model, schools 
have the option to purchase simultaneous-
user access to titles for classroom use. These are subscription based 
and can be renewed, changed, or cancelled each year. In both the 
DLR and the SDL, users can bookmark, add notes, use translation 
and citation tools, and do keyword searches. For all other media, 
OverDrive offers the Media Console, which provides access to 
audio, video, and music titles. Media marking, adjustable play-
back speeds, books divided by chapters for smaller download, and 
compatibility with JAWS screen-reading software are just some of 
the features offered. Other interesting features from OverDrive are 
the recommend-to-a-friend option (by e-mail) and the Commu-
nity Reserve, a collection of regionally produced, noncommercial 
content uploaded by individual libraries.
According to David Burleigh, the OverDrive future looks 
bright—and easier! “OverDrive is focused on enhancing the user 
experience in an increasingly mobile world. We’re rolling out 
innovative features for our download platform, which will make 
browsing, checking out, downloading, and enjoying digital con-
tent on mobile devices easier than ever.” 
Sue Polanka is Head of Reference Instruction, Paul Laurence Dunbar 
Library, Wright State University, Dayton, Ohio. For more on e-
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